PROLOGUE

We hoped the pilot had landed his load with due rever-
ence, Nearing the frontier, the aeroplane, careful not to
traverse the boundary, circled and made for home.

The road to Iran followed a stream, crossing it at
Rayak, and climbed steeply over rolling steppes. Snow-
clad mountains towered above and ever nearer. Suddenly
a gendarme in field-blue barred the way. Only the driver,
who was a local Kurd, spoke Persian, but it needed no
knowledge of the language to understand that the gendarme
was annoyed. We gathered that we must be over the
border. The man became more difficult. From a tumble-
down mud shanty he summoned an even shabbier in-
dividual clutching a rusty rifle, and ordered him to mount
guard over the car, making him sit on the bonnet.

Argument. Some was translated. Some was left to
the imagination. We must go to the nearest village. Were
we not in Iran; with a large map of the frontier, and without
a passport between us? Fishy, to say the least of it! We
could see four Iranian eyes grow round at the thought.
Possibly a step on the ladder of advancement. Perhaps a
bonus in the background. Accompanied by the sentry,
who seemed far more scared of us than we of him, we drove
on as we were bid. Leaning forward, we pushed the catch
of his rifle to safe, although he assured us it was not loaded,

Our way lay through some of the most lovely country
that it had ever been our fortune to see. Somehow we had
not connected Iran with wide sweeping beauty. In our
ignorance we pictured small compact valleys in formal
precision, and a kind of orderly artistic abandon, if there
can be such a combination. Yet there we were, traversing
wide valleys of rich green, severed by silver streams, where
the contours ended in sky or snow. Amid the meadows,
upon a road graded by the Russians twenty years before,
we passed a little mud-plastered fort straight out of the
middle ages, four square, with loop-holes and circular
turrets, a rivulet bubbling through the central courtyard^

2